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Government halts open-pit mining
Costa Rica's Ministry of Environment and Energy (MINAE) took steps in December to prevent the
Canadian mining firm Rayrock from starting open-pit operations near Miramar de Montes de Oca
in the Pacific Coast province of Puntarenas.
The Ministry's National Environmental Technical Secretary (SETENA) rejected Rayrock's
environmental-impact study because it failed to fully evaluate the effect of the mining operations
on local groundwater and aquifers. Rayrock executive Michael Seaward said that he believed the
company had met all Costa Rican environmental requirements and that the project also met US
environmental standards. Rayrock has already invested US$15 million to develop the project site
and to carry out the environmental-impact assessment. Seaward warned that the SETENA decision
could discourage other mining companies from risking the necessary start-up investments.
In March of this year, the government took another step to control environmental hazards from
mining projects when it ordered the Canadian company Placer Dome to suspend some of its gold
explorations near the community of Las Crucitas in Alajuela province near the Nicaraguan border.
That decision was the result of a SETENA evaluation of explorations done in a 100-hectare site
worked by Placer Dome. The SETENA report indicated that the company's activities had resulted in
the destruction of forest lands and the accumulation "without controls" of great masses of excavated
earth. These operations also significantly changed the landscape and affected the soil, water, flora,
and fauna of the site, said the report.
Environment and Energy Minister Rene Castro said at a March 13 press conference that the
government would give Placer Dome three months to clean up the site. The company will also
be required to revise its mining techniques to avoid similar environmental damage in the future.
In addition, the company was given 15 days to deposit an additional cash warrantee against
environmental damage, raising the total on deposit from US$450 to US$254,500 for the 100-ha site.
Like Rayrock, Placer Dome has invested approximately US$15 million in exploration during the
three years it has had the mining concession. The company is expected eventually to invest US$300
million or more in the mine.
Company representative Franz Ulloa told the weekly newspaper Tico Times that the SETENA
report was based on insufficient evaluations made in areas that were not yet restored. "They didn't
recognize that they were also looking at areas that had already been restored, because we restored
them so well," he said. The company plans to take legal action to reverse the government's decision.
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Government plans to toughen environmental laws
In mid-March, Minister Castro announced that the government would soon strengthen
environmental regulations in light of a recent study that indicated banana production had caused
serious environmental degradation. According to the study, covering Costa Rica's principal bananaproducing regions in the years 1989 to 1992, rivers, soils, and coastal zones were damaged by solid
waste and chemical runoff from the plantations. The report also said that, during the same period,
thousands of banana workers reported illnesses allegedly related to the indiscriminate use of
pesticides by their employers.
Castro said that representatives from the Ministries of Health, Agriculture and Livestock; the World
Health Organization; and the banana industry will have 64 days to study the report and make
recommendations for revising environmental standards. Costa Rican banana workers have been
engaged in litigation against several US-based companies since the 1970s seeking compensation.
Lawyers for the workers claim that long-term exposure without protection to the pesticide Nemagon
caused cancer and left workers sterile.
A series of articles in the Tico Times on the effects of Nemagon said that banana workers are
dissatisfied with the results of a class-action suit against Dow Chemical, manufacturers of Nemagon,
and banana companies Standard Food and Dole Fresh Fruit. Workers say that in the 1992 out-ofcourt settlement, about 1,000 of the 8,000 affected workers received compensation. Most got less
than US$7,000 and many less than US$1,000, out of which they paid 40% to their lawyers. Four
more class-action suits are underway in Texas, Louisiana, and Mississippi representing some 20,000
workers from Costa Rica and other countries. [Sources: Tico Times (Costa Rica), 12/13/96, 02/07/97,
02/21/97, 02/28/97; Reuter, 03/14/97; La Nacion (Costa Rica), 02/07/97, 03/19/97]
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